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Book Reviews
Beyeler, Ernst. Ernst Beyeler: A Passion for Art, Interviews with
Christopher Mory (Scheidegger & Spiess: Zurich, Switzerland,
2011).
First published in French in 2003, Ernst Beyeler: A Passion for
Art (2011) consists of a series of interviews with the Swiss art collector
and dealer Ernst Beyeler (1921-2010) conducted by the journalist and
novelist Christopher Mory. Through these lively conversations, Beyeler
gives the reader a glimpse into the European and American art worlds
from the 1950s to the present, and the book is filled with fascinating
anecdotes regarding some of the most famous artists, collectors, and
dealers of the twentieth century.
The book begins in a bookshop, where Beyeler first worked selling
antiquaries. In 1948, he married Hildy Kunz, and together they began
collecting art. One of their earliest acquisitions was Wassily Kandisky's
Improvisation JO. This purchase not only formed the foundation of their
collection, it also became one of their most controversial acquisitions.
In one of the interviews, Beyeler candidly recounts the circumstances of
its purchase, and how, in the end, despite the ensuing lawsuit and controversy, he "couldn't bear to part with the painting," which he viewed
as "one of the pillars of [his] collection." 1
The interviews focus not only on Beyeler's acquisitions, but
also on the close relationships he formed with artists, the changing art
market, and the formation of his collection. In these honest and personal
conversations, it becomes clear that Beyeler was not just a dealer, but
also a passionate and inspired collector. In one interview he describes
how the initial shock of seeing Picasso's Guernica never faded; this
experience clearly determined the direction of both his commercial gallery and his private collection. Between 1945 and 2008, over 16,000
works of art passed through Beyeler's hands, some more than once, and
only a small portion of these went into his personal collection. Beyeler
devotes an entire interview to the origins of his Foundation, from its
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inception in the 1980s to the 1997 opening of the Renzo Piano-designed
museum in Basel, where the public can see his collection of approximately 220 works by such artists as Paul Cezanne, Henri Matisse, Piet
Mondrian, Pablo Picasso, and Vincent Van Gogh. Some of the best conversations in the book center on the collection's creative installation;
in his galleries Beyeler juxtaposed works by Brancusi, Giacometti, and
Picasso with African and Oceanic sculptures in order to show how that
art inspired European modernism.
Although many are familiar with Beyeler's collection, A Passion for
Art gives the reader a glimpse into the man behind the museum. These
interviews reveal not only his importance as a dealer and collector, but
also his crucial role in making Switzerland a world center for modem
and contemporary art, in part through his founding, with fellow gallery
owners Trudl Bruckner and Balz Hilt, of Art Basel in 1970. Beyeler also
supported and promoted Swiss artists, and he dedicates an entire interview to the importance of Paul Klee, and another to the part he played in
the return of a large group of Giacometti sculptures to Switzerland.2
An enjoyable read, this book is essential for anyone interested in
the history of modern art and the art market. Hopefully, future scholars
will draw upon this valuable primary resource in order to place Ernst
Beyeler in the larger context of 20 th century art and the modern art market by comparing him to art dealers such as Ambroise Vollard, Leo
Castelli, Edith Halpert, as well as to collectors as varied as Emil Bilhrle,
Peggy Guggenheim, and Gertrude and Leo Stein.3
- Melissa Renn
Harvard Art Museums
melissa_renn@harvard.edu

2
From this single collection he brought back 100 works by Klee (88 of which are
now in the Kustsammlung Nordhein-Westfalen) and nearly 90 works by Giacometti (now
owned by the Giacometti Foundation in Zurich.)
3
There have been many recent books on 20th century dealers and collectors, including Annie Cohen-Solal's Leo and His Circle: The Life of Leo Castelli (Alfred A. Knopf:
N.Y., 2010); Isabelle Cahn's Ambroise Vo/lard: un marchand d 'art et ses tresors (Gallimard: Paris, France, 2007); Lindsay Pollock's The Girl with the Gallery: Edith Gregor
Halpert and the Making of the Modern Art Market (Public Affairs: N.Y., 2006); and The
Steins Collect: Matisse, Picasso, and the Parisian Avant-Garde (San Francisco Museum
of Modern Art: San Francisco, Calif., 2011). What is now needed is a comparative study
of all of these collectors and dealers.
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